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On the Demise of Egyptian Writing: 
Working with a Problematic Source Basis 
Martin Andreas Stadler 
For the study of the end of Egyptian writing Systems, demotic is of special rel-
evance, because Egyptian texts continued to be notated in demotic long after 
other Egyptian Scripts were abandoned ('Demotic' refers to the Egyptian lan-
guage of 650 BC onwards and 'demotic' to the Script). The demotic Philae graf-
fiti are the latest of all Egyptian inscriptions. Therefore the focus should lie on 
demotic, which underwent dramatic changes from being originally an everyday 
script to one that became perfectly acceptable for religious texts. However, the 
case of hieroglyphic and its demise is also revealing and should be compared to 
the end of demotic. I therefore discuss the following topics: After summarizing 
the models that Egyptologists have proposed for interpreting the disappearance 
of Egyptian Scripts and culture, I discuss briefly the ups and downs of Egyptian 
writing competence throughout Egyptian history. I then ask whether avail-
able sources and data allow us to draw definite conclusions. I explore in some 
detail the impact of increasing complexity in hieroglyphic temple inscriptions 
in the Ptolemaic and Roman periods in the wider context of the development of 
intellectual trends in that epoch. Finally, I reflect on whether demotic followed 
the same trajectory as hieroglyphic when it applied so-called unetymological or 
phonetic writings, which turned demotic into a script of restricted knowledge. 
At the outset I should address one point of terminology. To speak of 'Egyp­
tian writing' is vague because it does not specify to which script I refer: writing 
has never ceased in Egypt since late predynastic times, when the first hiero­
glyphs are found in Egypt (Dreyer 1998; cf. Breyer 2002; Morenz 2004a), but the 
vernacular Egyptian Scripts (for the triscript System in Egypt see Houston et 
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al. 2003: 440)—were r e p l a c e d by t h e Greek a i p h a b e t w r i t i n g Coptic a n d by t h e 
Arabic Script in Is lamic t imes ; a n d all t e x t s n o t a t e d in Coptic a n d Arabic w i t h i n 
t h e geograph ica l a rea of Egypt m a y be cal led 'Egypt ian wri t ing(s) ' . However , as 
a n Egyptologis t I use 'Egypt ian wri t ing ' , 'Egypt ian Script ' , or t h e like, fo r p u r p o s e s 
of c o n v e n i e n c e , t o r e f e r t o t h e i n d i g e n o u s Scripts. This usage also e n c o m p a s s e s 
t h e t r i sc r ip t System, w h i c h u n d e r w e n t c h a n g e s in its his tor ica l d e v e l o p m e n t as 
desc r ibed by J o h n Baines (Hous ton et al. 2003: 439-42), a n d s h o u l d be p e r c e i v e d 
as a un i ty , since c e r t a i n basic f e a t u r e s a re s h a r e d by h ie rog lyphs , hiera t ic , a n d 
demot i c . All Egypt ian Scripts (h ie rog lyphic , hie ra t i c , a n d demot i c ) use a c o m p l e x 
c o m b i n a t i o n of one , two , a n d t h r e e c o n s o n a n t signs, i deograms , a n d d e t e r m i n a ­
t ives; all are i n t e r r e l a t e d , fo r all are m o r e or less d e s c e n d a n t s of h ie rog lyphs . 
Script a n d Civi l izat ion in R o m a n Egypt: 
A Rev iew o f Prev ious R e s e a r c h 
The ar t ic le by H o u s t o n et al. (2003) is n o t t h e only i nd i ca to r of a r e a w a k ­
e n e d schola r ly i n t e r e s t in t h e e n d of Egypt ian wri t ing . Research o n R o m a n 
Egypt is also i nc reas ing a n d b e g i n n i n g t o r e a c h t h e g e n e r a l publ ic (e.g. Lem­
bke 2004, i nc lud ing a desc r ip t ive c h a p t e r o n w r i t i n g a n d a d m i n i s t r a t i o n by 
G ü n t e r V i t t m a n n , 85­98) . At abou t t h e s a m e t ime , a n d i n d e p e n d e n t l y f r o m 
H o u s t o n et al, Eugene Cruz­Ur ibe (2002) pub l i shed a s t u d y o n t h e e n d of 
d e m o t i c in Phi lae in w h i c h he uses t h e w o r d ' d ea th ' , w h i c h H o u s t o n et al. f o u n d 
i n a d e q u a t e t o desc r ibe Script obso lescence because of its biological m e t a p h o r . 
C o n t r a r y t o t h e Egyptological sec t ion in H o u s t o n et al. 2003, w h i c h p r u d e n t l y 
c o n c e n t r a t e s on desc r ib ing p h e n o m e n a p e r t a i n i n g t o t h e e n d of Egypt ian wri t ­
ing r a t h e r t h a n o f f e r i n g a füll exp l ana t i on , Cruz­Ur ibe exp lo re s t h e possibi l i ty 
of i d e n t i f y i n g t h e causes of t h e e n d of d e m o t i c in Philae. He is able t o do th i s by 
focus ing o n a Single scr ip t (demot ic ) a n d a Single place (Philae). Of course t h e 
i s land of Phi lae is of pa r t i cu l a r i n t e r e s t , because t h e la tes t d e m o t i c insc r ip t ions , 
t h a t is, t h e l a tes t Egypt ian wri t ings , consis t of graf f i t i in its t e m p l e of Isis. Cruz­
Uribe iden t i f i es var ious f ac to r s c o n c e r n i n g t h e d e a t h of d e m o t i c t h e r e , of w h i c h 
he bel ieves t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t t o be t h e role of t h e N u b i a n peop les a n d t h e idea 
of t h e ' s t a t e ' in Nubia . He e m p h a s i z e s h o w sac r ed t h e i s land was t o t h e Nubians 
w h o w e r e vi r tua l ly t h e last w o r s h i p p e r s of Isis, w h e r e a s Egypt h a d most ly con­
v e r t e d t o Chr is t i an i ty . The absence of Nubian s u p p o r t for t h e i s land, t o g e t h e r 
w i t h t h e imper i a l I n t e r v e n t i o n in AD 536, pu t a n e n d t o t h e Isis cul t . 
Cons ide r a t i on of t h e e n d of Egypt ian w r i t i n g always t o u c h e s u p o n t h e ques t fo r 
t h e causes of t h e demise of a n c i e n t Egypt ian civi l izat ion in gene ra l . Some schol ­
ars t e n d t o b l a m e t h e loss of s t a t e s u p p o r t fo r t h e t e m p l e s a n d t h e i r p r i e s t h o o d , 
c o u p l e d w i t h a sh i f t f r o m t h e v e r n a c u l a r l anguage t o Greek as t h e l anguage of 
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n a l r eady in t h e Pto l ema ic per iod . The f o r m e r m e a s u r e d e p r i v e d 
t h e p o p u l a t i o n of t h e m e a n s of e x p r e s s i n g t h e m s e l v e s in t h e i r t r ad i t i ona l 
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cult , whi le t h e l a t t e r lef t t h e Egypt ians w i t h o u t t h e possibi l i ty of u n d e r t a k i n g 
legal ac t ions in t h e i r o w n l anguage . This process w o u l d h a v e b e e n r e i n f o r c e d by 
t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n of Coptic, w h i c h Roger Bagnall (1993: 235-40, 261-8) sees as a 
de l ibe ra t e i n v e n t i o n fo r t h e t r a n s l a t i o n of t h e Bible. All t h r e e fac tors , h o w e v e r , 
are prob l ema t i c . The focus o n t h e f inanc ia l State s u p p o r t for t h e t e m p l e s disre-
ga rds t h e p r i v a t e aspec t of Egypt ian re l ig ion a n d t h e local level, t h a t is, pr iva t e 
w o r s h i p a n d local s u p p o r t fo r t h e t e m p l e s . Greek was n o t t h e only l a n g u a g e 
u s e d for h i g h e r - a n d middle- leve l a d m i n i s t r a t i o n d u r i n g t h e Pto lemaic per iod : 
d e m o t i c d o c u r a e n t s h a d fül l legal validi ty if officially r e g i s t e r e d (Lewis 1993). 
The ro le of d e m o t i c in t h e R o m a n pe r iod is no t y e t ful ly u n d e r s t o o d — a po in t 
t o w h i c h I r e t u r n in m o r e detai l below. Finally, Copt ic could n o t be s e e n as an 
i n v e n t e d l anguage . Bagnall 's i n co r r ec t S t a t e m e n t (1993: 238) is b a s e d o n a mis­
u n d e r s t a n d i n g of an ar t ic le by Q u a e g e b e u r (1982:132), w h o was w r i t i n g abou t 
t h e i n v e n t i o n of t h e Coptic scr ip t , no t l anguage . Demotic—a t e r m t h a t does no t 
m e a n j u s t a scr ip t , b u t also t h e s tage of t h e Egypt ian l anguage f r o m 650 BC unt i l 
t h e f i f t h Century AD—shows a clear d e v e l o p m e n t f r o m a p r o t o ­ d e m o t i c id iom in 
t h e la tes t p h a s e of Late Egypt ian (Quack 1995) t o a n id iom very close t o Coptic 
( Johnson 1976: 2). Thus we m u s t as sume a gradua l p r o g r e s s i o n f r o m Demot ic t o 
Coptic, r a t h e r t h a n t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n of a n i n v e n t e d Esperan to­ l ike l anguage . 
Both F r a n k f u r t e r (1998: 249­50) a n d Bagnall (1993: 237­8) s t ress t h e l inguist ic 
Isolat ion of demot ic t ex ts a n d t h e social isolat ion of t hose w h o used t h e script , t h e 
pries ts . F r a n k f u r t e r ^ t h e o r y of Greek as a widely used conversa t iona l l anguage 
al ready in t h e Ptolemaic per iod mus t be modi f i ed if not re jec ted , as he i l lus t ra tes 
it with t h e Oracle, or r a t h e r Apology of the Potter, which he i n t e r p r e t s as 'mi l i tant ly 
ant i ­Greek yet composed in Greek' . The ant i ­Greekness of t h e t ex t , howeve r , is 
not so clear a n d i ndeed ques t ionable , while t h e Greek t ex t s m o r e o v e r claim t o be 
t r ans la t ions f r o m an Egyptian original (Koenen 2002: esp. 172­83). It is not u n ­
likely t h a t an Egyptian, demot ic Version will come t o l ight, as it did for Nectanebo's 
Dream (Gauger 2002; Ryholt 2002), a n o t h e r l i te rary t ex t t h a t ear l ier scholars had 
seen as nat ional is t propaganda , but for which m o r e d i f f e r en t i a t ed i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s 
have recent lv been proposed (Blasius a n d Schipper 2002). This is not t h e place t o 
discuss in d e p t h t he i n t en t ions a n d direct re la t ionsh ip of t h e Greek a n d demot i c 
vers ions of Nectanebo's Dream, still less t h e so­cal led apocalypt ic and p r o p h e t i c 
t ex t s in genera l , bu t it c a n n o t be overs t r e s sed t h a t our knowledge of demot i c 
l i t e ra tu re is still very imper fec t a n d any new f r a g m e n t t h a t is publ i shed can sha t ­
t e r c u r r e n t views. Kim Ryholt, for ins tance , advocates a m u c h m o r e direct rela­
t ionsh ip b e t w e e n t h e demot i c a n d t h e Greek vers ions of Nectanebo's Dream t h a n 
Jörg­D. Gauger does. Ryholt (2002: 232) even argues t h a t t h e newly discovered 
demot i c f r a g m e n t s s u p p o r t t h e pos tu la t ion of an Egyptian original of t h e Apology 
of the Potter, because t h e two t ex t s are very similar . Finally, it is not t h e case t h a t 
demot i c t ex t s of t h e Roman per iod were ' in a s ta te of sacred isolat ion f r o m com­
m o n t o n g u e t h a t was s t eeped in Greek l oanwords ' (F rankfu r t e r 1998: 249). This 
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i m p l i c a t i o n t h a t d e m o t i c was u n a b l e t o a d j u s t t o t h e c u r r e n t l a n g u a g e is p r o b -
l ema t i c , b e c a u s e t h e d e m o t i c magica l p a p y r i of t h e s e c o n d o r t h i r d c e n t u r i e s AD 
(Fig. 7.1) exh ib i t a m i x t u r e of Greek a n d d e m o t i c spel ls , w i t h Greek t r a n s c r i b e d 
i n t o d e m o t i c a n d vice v e r s a ( J o h n s o n 1986; D i e l e m a n 2005). F u r t h e r m o r e , t h e s e 
t e x t s c o n t a i n a c o n s i d e r a b l e n u m b e r of Greek w o r d s , n a m e s of d e m o n s , n o u n s , 
a n d e v e n v e r b a l f o r m s w h i c h a re t r a n s c r i b e d i n t o d e m o t i c (Quack 2004). 
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Figure 7.1 A column from the London-Leiden magical papyrus showing the mixture of 
demotic (lines 1-8, 21-31) and Greek (lines 9-20) Scripts, with foreign words 
transcribed into demotic and accompanying glosses in Greek letters (lines 
24, 26, 28) in Order to safeguard the correct pronunciation. 
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It becomes evident that the quest for the reasons for Egyptian writing's 
demise is interwoven with matters of the Egyptian history of thought in Ptole-
maic and Roman times, as well as Egyptian identity during times of foreign 
rule. Religion plays a crucial role here, as religion provides imagery, rhetoric, 
and definitions of identity. Searching for the causes of the Egyptian religion's 
extinction, Peter Hubai (2003) has suggested that the focus of Egyptian religion 
on the Egyptian nation (whereby one becomes a member of this religious Com­
munity and its soteriological conceptions through birth and not initiation) did 
not fit the new circumstances of Egypt as a multi­cultural society. According to 
Hubai, the new conceptions of human beings that Christianity brought to Egypt 
could not be expressed in the Egyptian language, which had developed during 
Pharaonic times for a very different conception. This difficulty is reflected in the 
high proportion of loan­words in Coptic. The Isis religion that spread all over 
the Roman Empire could not counteract the t rend and give new vigour to the 
dying Egyptian religion, because its deity was not an Egyptian Isis but a uni­
versal goddess worshipped as Isis. This approach too is unconvincing, for it is 
doubtful whether the Isis religion was Hellenistic rather than Egyptian. Several 
Egyptologists have recognized Isis as Egyptian outside Egypt even in Late Antiq­
uity (e.g. Junge 1979, cf. Schulz 2000). The iconography of the Iseum Campense, 
the major Isis temple in Rome, as well as the Greek Isis aretalogies, for instance, 
how a quite detailed knowledge of the Egyptian myth of Isis and Osiris, and of 
the Egyptian cult pertaining to it (Quack 2003a). The aretalogies may indeed be 
Greek translations of Egyptian Originals (Quack 2003b). Apart from the tenden­
cy of Egyptologists to defend ' their' Egyptians against classicists (Stadler 2005a) 
and to emphasize the Egyptian nature of Isis, the case of the Iseum Campense 
indicates that Isis can be more Egyptian outside Egypt than classicists are in­
clined to acknowledge. In general the question why people turned to Christian­
ity with its new conceptions of human beings, and why they ceased to adhere to 
their traditional cults, remains open. 
Robert K. Ritner's answer (1989) to this question is surprisingly simple and at 
first sight very attractive: It is not that Egyptian religion dissolved 'in a debased 
cult and foreign­inspired magic of Greco­Roman eras, a collection of moribund 
superstitions which readily collapsed before a vigorous Christianity', but that 
late Egyptian religion became too complex: ' the latest Egyptian theologians [...] 
seem to have produced a religion too intellectually sophisticated for general 
understanding. The contrasting simplicity of Christianity was undoubtedly a 
factor in its success'. While Ritner concedes it may have been very significant, 
one might argue that many Church fathers developed a complex theology. In 
favour of his hypothesis, however, Ritner could cite a sermon of the fifth Cen­
tury Coptic monk Apa Shenoute, an abbot of the White Monastery in Akhmim 
(Emmel 2002), who saw hieroglyphs as 'nonsense and humbug'. Hieroglyphic 
texts are 'prescriptions for murdering man's soul that are therein, written with 
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blood a n d n o t w i t h ink a lone ' . S h e n o u t e c o n t r a s t s th i s symbol of p a g a n magic 
a n d evil w i t h Chr is t ian i ty : Chr i s t i an wri t ings o n t h e o t h e r h a n d c o m e w i t h logos 
a n d save souls (Young 1981; cf. M o r e n z 2002). It m a y be i n f e r r e d t h a t fo r Shen ­
ou t e t h i s logical clar i ty f inds i ts g r a p h i c e x p r e s s i o n in t h e n e w Script, t h e Greek 
a iphabe t . Since t h e la tes t a t t e s t e d Egypt ian w r i t i n g is c o n t e m p o r a r y w i t h She­
n o u t e ' s life (c. 3 6 1 / 2 ­ 4 4 1 / 5 1 ; see B e h l m e r 1996: LV­LX), his s e r m o n is a di rec t 
sou rce abou t t h e discourse o n re l ig ion of t h e Century t h a t w i t n e s s e d t h e final 
e x t i n c t i o n of Egypt ian wri t ing . 
Recent r e s e a r c h exempl i f i e s h o w t h e e n d of Egypt ian Scripts s h o u l d be 
s tud i ed t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e demise of Egypt ian civi l izat ion (wi th re l ig ion as i ts 
d e f i n i n g f r a m e w o r k ) , because all Egypt ian Scripts (h ie rog lyphic , hiera t ic , a n d 
demot i c ) w e r e na t iona l Scripts. Genera l f ac to r s f a v o u r i n g t h e r ise a n d final vic­
t o r y of Chr i s t i an i ty in Egypt have b e e n iden t i f i ed , w h e r e a s scho la r s w h o con­
c e n t r a t e on t h e speci f ic p h e n o m e n o n of scr ip t obso lescence h a v e i n t r o d u c e d 
as add i t iona l f ac to r s t h e lack of f inancia l s u p p o r t f r o m R o m a n officials and , fo r 
t h e t e m p l e of Isis o n Phi lae i s land, f r o m t h e Meroi tes w h o h a d c o m e t o Philae t o 
w o r s h i p a n d n o w s t ayed away, in c o m b i n a t i o n w i t h pa r t i cu l a r poli t ical e v e n t s 
of t h e East R o m a n Empire . 
Scho lar ly P r e s u p p o s i t i o n s , Cultural Context o f S o u r c e s , 
a n d t h e State o f P u b l i c a t i o n 
I n o w t u r n t o Heike Ste rnbe rg ­e l Hotabi ' s c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o t h e s t u d y of t h e 
decay of Egypt ian wri t ing . The issues she has r a i sed re la te t o h o w we s h o u l d 
i n t e r p r e t t h e sources a n d w h e t h e r it is possible t o d r a w u n a m b i g u o u s conc lus ions 
f r o m t h e m . This r e f l ec t i on is t h e pr inc ipa l focus of m y c h a p t e r a n d ra ises m e t h o d ­
ological issues r a t h e r t h a n p o i n t i n g t o r e a s o n s fo r t h e scr ip t obso lescence . Ste rn ­
berg­e l Hotabi (1994) s t u d i e d t h e decay a n d t h e d e a t h of w r i t i n g in Egypt ( 'Schr i f t ­
verfa l l u n d Schr i f t tod ' ) , us ing as h e r po in t of d e p a r t u r e t h e Horus cippi (see also 
Ste rnbe rg ­e l Hotabi 1999; Gasse 2004). The Horus cippi a re s te lae w h i c h s h o w 
Horus as a child, usual ly s t a n d i n g on crocodi les a n d se iz ing snakes , scorp ions , 
a n d o t h e r wild an imal s . On t h e m o r e e l a b o r a t e s p e c i m e n s of t h e g r o u p , th i s 
symbol for t h e y o u n g god 's vic to ry ove r evil is a c c o m p a n i e d by magica l spells 
aga ins t evil in all i ts m a n i f e s t a t i o n s . The smal l e r pieces are d e s i g n e d as apo­
t r o p a i c a m u l e t s a n d s o m e c o n t a i n i n sc r ip t ions t h a t a re illegible or r a t h e r pre ­
t e n d t o be insc r ip t ions . Looking at t h e Horus cippi Ste rnbe rg ­e l Hotabi da t e s 
t h e b e g i n n i n g of t h e decay of Egypt ian w r i t i n g as ear ly as t h e m i d Pto lemaic 
p e r i o d ( second Century BC). This d a t i n g has b e e n r e j e c t e d for t h r e e r ea sons . 
First, t h e Horus cippi are as a special , pr iva t e g r o u p of m o n u m e n t s an inad­
e q u a t e sou rce basis to pos tu l a t e a g e n e r a l decay, while b o t h h ie r a t i c papyr i a n d 
t e m p l e insc r ip t ions a re w r i t t e n for at least a n o t h e r 400 y e a r s (Hous ton et cd. 
2003: 445). Second, s o m e fo rge r i e s h a v e b e e n i nc luded in h e r discuss ion a n d 
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w e a k e n h e r a r g u m e n t (Quack 2002: 725-6). T h i r d p s e u d o - h i e r o g l y p h s c a n be 
f o u n d as ear ly as t h e ear ly dynas t i c p e r i o d (late f o u r t h m i l l e n n i u m BC, H o u s t o n 
et al. 2003: 444) a n d t h e n again , fo r example , in t h e e i g h t h Century BC (Raven 
1991: 29, pl. 25). Many l a t e r copies of t h e Egypt ian Book of t h e Dead in t h e late 
first m i l l e n n i u m BC are o f t e n c o r r u p t . No o n e w o u l d a r g u e t h a t t h e decay of 
Egypt ian w r i t i n g s t a r t e d as ear ly as t h a t . O t h e r e x p l a n a t i o n s m u s t be s o u g h t 
fo r t h e w r i t i n g o n t h e Horus cippi , i nc lud ing t h e i r o w n e r s ' social s t a tus , t h e 
pres t ige of w r i t i n g as a magica l i n s t r u m e n t , a n d t h e s a c r e d n e s s of h i e ro g l y p h s 
t h a t p r o m p t e d t h e c r a f t s m e n ' s c u s t o m e r s or—if coff ins a n d o t h e r f u n e r a r y 
objec t s w e r e m a d e fo r a m a r k e t — t h e c r a f t s m e n t h e m s e l v e s t o f a s h i o n objec t s 
w i t h p s e u d o - h i e r o g l y p h i c i n sc r ip t ions t o e n h a n c e t h e i r r i tua l value (Hous ton 
et al. 2003: 444-5) . It is t h e r e f o r e d o u b t f u l w h e t h e r t h e Horus cippi suf f ice by 
t h e m s e l v e s t o pos tu l a t e a decay or decl ine of Egypt ian w r i t i n g at any per iod . As 
pr iva t e re l igious m o n u m e n t s t h e s te lae m i g h t be c o m p a r e d t o s h o r t f o r m u l a i c 
m o r t u a r y t e x t s t h a t w e r e w r i t t e n in d e m o t i c a n d d e s i g n e d t o a c c o m p a n y t h e 
d e c e a s e d as a sor t of pas spo r t on his or h e r way t o t h e n e t h e r w o r l d . One of t h e s e 
has a l ine of h i e r o g l y p h s t h a t yie ld n o sense , b u t p r e c e d e a pe r f ec t l y c o m p r e -
hens ib l e d e m o t i c c o m p o s i t i o n (Fig. 7.2). This is a f u r t h e r e x a m p l e of t h e magica l 
a n d r i tua l pres t ige t h a t was a c c o r d e d t o h ie rog lyphs . 
Scholars s h o u l d also b e a r in m i n d t h e l imi t a t ions of knowledge : t h e an-
c ien t w r i t e r or c a r v e r of an i n sc r ip t ion is no t necessa r i ly t o be b l a m e d for a n 
a p p a r e n t illegibility. Egyptologis ts did no t succeed in d e c i p h e r i n g t h e t w o well-
k n o w n h y m n s in t h e t e m p l e of Esna t h a t w e r e basical ly w r i t t e n w i t h r a m - s i g n s 
in o n e case a n d crocodi le -s igns in t h e o t h e r case unt i l Chr i s t i an Leitz (2001) 
a n d Ludwig M o r e n z (2002) i n d e p e n d e n t l y p r o p o s e d r ead ings . The g r a p h i c f o r m 
of t h e t w o t ex t s con ta in s a pic tor ia l d i m e n s i o n t h a t c o n t r i b u t e s t o t h e t ex tua l 
message a n d vice versa—Visual poe t ry , as M o r e n z (2002) t e r m s i t — d e m o n s t r a t -
ing t h e a u t h o r ' s magis te r i a l c o m m a n d of pr inc ip les of t h e h ie rog lyph i c Script 
(Figs. 7.3). It cou ld h a r d l y be d o u b t e d t h a t t h e h y m n s w e r e m e a n i n g f u l , because 
of t h e i r c o n t e x t in a t e m p l e a n d t h e (in t h i s case cor rec t ) p r e s u p p o s i t i o n t h a t 
a t e m p l e ' s p r i e s t h o o d w o u l d no t allow g ibber i sh t o be ca rved in to its walls. It 
t u r n s out t h a t b o t h h y m n s are very c o n v e n t i o n a l , a n d Leitz (2001: 252) a r g u e s 
t h a t if t h a t h a d n o t b e e n t h e case a n d u n i q u e t ex t s h a d b e e n e n c o d e d c ryp to -
graph ica l ly in th i s way, t h e n e v e n l e a r n e d Egypt ians would have h a d n o pros -
pec t of r e a d i n g t h e m . 
T h e e x a m p l e of Esna is i n s t ruc t ive in d i f f e r e n t ways . Esna is t h e apogee of 
a pr ies t ly prac t i ce of e n r i c h i n g re l igious t e x t s w i t h an e x t r a d i m e n s i o n by 
exp lo i t ing t h e pic tor ia l aspec t of h i e rog lyphs a n d / o r i n c o r p o r a t i n g mytho log i -
cal symbo l i sm pictor ia l ly (cf. Kur th 1983). Thus , h i e rog l y p h s could be d i s t a n c e d 
f r o m t h e i r Standa rd p h o n e t i c values by t h e mytho log ica l r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . 
T h r e e e x a m p l e s can i l lus t ra te t h e s e pr inc ip les : Before t h e Pto l ema ic pe r iod 
t h e h i e r o g l y p h of a bee t l e $ n o r m a l l y e n c o d e d t h e t h r e e c o n s o n a n t s hpr. 
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Figure 7.2 Papyrus British Museum EA 10415: The hieroglyphs beneath the Vignette do 
not form a legible text, whereas the following demotic section is perfectly 
comprehensible (Stadler 2004b). 
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Figure 7.3 Excerpts from the ram hymn (left) and the crocodile hymn (right) at Esna. 
T h e sca rab t h a t t h e h i e r o g l y p h r e p r e s e n t s e m e r g e s from t h e e a r t h a n d t h a t is 
probab ly w h y it a c q u i r e d t h e n e w p h o n e t i c va lue t; ' e a r t h ' (Daumas 1988: 389). 
T h e t r ad i t i ona l va lue hpr, m e a n i n g ' t o c o m e i n t o be ing ' , r e m a i n e d valid, a n d t h e 
r e a d e r w o u l d h a v e r e t a i n e d a n a w a r e n e s s of it, so t h a t t e x t w r i t i n g t; ' e a r t h ' w i t h 
t h e sca rab o p e r a t e s o n a t least t w o levels. Similarly, b u t m o r e theologica l ly , t h e 
djed-p i l l a r n usual ly r e a d dd ( h e n c e its n a m e ) c a n h a v e t h e va lue psd ' t o s h i n e ' in 
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Pto l ema ic -Roman t e m p l e i n sc r ip t ions (Daumas 1990: 599). As dd t h e s ign wri t e s 
' t o e n d u r e ' , a n d in Egypt ian t h e o l o g y t h e djed-p i l la r was t h e b a c k b o n e of t h e 
god Osiris. The Egypt ian w o r d fo r ' b a c k b o n e ' is psd w h i c h prov ides t h e s ign 's 
n e w p h o n e t i c value , because psd ' b a c k b o n e ' a n d psd ' to s h i n e ' h a v e t h e s a m e 
c o n s o n a n t a l s t r u c t u r e a n d a s imi lar s o u n d . Here again , t w o d i m e n s i o n s are 
mobi l ized , in a d d i t i o n t o t h e r e a d i n g psd ' t o sh ine ' t h a t is r e q u i r e d in t h e p a r -
t i cu la r con t ex t : a n Osir ian d i m e n s i o n a n d t h e assoc ia t ion of d u r a t i o n . My last 
e x a m p l e is a w o r d w r i t t e n w i t h a c o m b i n a t i o n of signs: , , looks like 
Irl mw ' t o c rea t e w a t e r ' plus t h e d e t e r m i n a t i v e fo r peop le . This g r o u p has b e e n 
plausibly e x p l a i n e d as w r i t i n g rmt ' p eop le ' by d i s r e g a r d i n g t h e weak c o n s o n a n t s 
i in tri a n d w in mw, l eav ing r a n d m fo r rm. By t h a t da te w h e n t h e w o r d was wri t ­
t e n in t h i s m a n n e r t h e f inal c o n s o n a n t in rmt was lost , as Coptic pCÜMG ( röme) 
shows . This analys is is pa r t l y in t e r m s of t h e h i s to ry of Egypt ian l anguage , b u t 
in myth ica l t e r m s t h e c o m b i n a t i o n of signs is also m e a n i n g f u l , because t h e r e 
was a n Egypt ian myth i ca l c o n c e p t i o n t h a t h u m a n i t y c a m e in to be ing as t h e 
t e a r s of t h e c r e a t o r god. Thus t h e g r a p h o ­ p h o n e t i c va lue—what M o r e n z (2002: 
82) t e r m s ' g r aphone t i c s '—in a l lud ing t o ' to m a k e w a t e r ( tha t is, t e a r s ) ' r e f e r s t o 
t h e myth i ca l or ig in of t h e be ings r e f e r r e d to . 
The t w o Esna h y m n s fi t logically a n d cons i s t en t ly i n to t h i s d e v e l o p m e n t . The 
a n o n y m o u s a u t h o r (or a u t h o r s ) disp layed pie ty t o w a r d s t h e dei ty h e w i s h e d 
t o pra i se . Since K h n u m , lo rd of Esna, is a r a m ­ h e a d e d god, t h e r a m h y m n is 
t h e h ighes t possible g r a p h i c r ea l i za t ion of t h e god w i t h i n a t e x t . The crocodi le 
h y m n m a y a d d r e s s t h e special f o r m of Khnum­Re , t h e lo rd of t h e field, w h o 
is m a n i f e s t as a crocodi le , or it could be fo r t h e crocodi le god Sobek himse l f . 
The i n sc r ip t ion i tself is no t speci f ic a n d a r e a d i n g has t o be b a s e d o n t h e t e m ­
ple 's t heo logy , in w h i c h b o t h Khnum­Re a n d Sobek are i m p o r t a n t (Leitz 2001: 
252­4, 262­73; M o r e n z 2002: 92). T h u s c r y p t o g r a p h y fo rces t h e au tho r ( s ) a n d 
l a t e r t h e r e a d e r s t o re f lec t a n d m e d i t a t e t h e impl ica t ions of t h e t ex t , a n d th i s 
seems t o be t h e i n t e n t i o n : t o s t i m u l a t e e n g a g e m e n t w i t h t h e sac r ed wri t ings (cf. 
Stadler 2004: 275). The p a r t i c u l a r copies of t h e h y m n s can hard ly be r e a d wi th ­
ou t b inocu la r s in t h e i r pos i t ion o n t h e walls of t h e t e m p l e in Esna. So t h e m a i n 
p u r p o s e of t h e s e i n sc r ip t ions t h e m s e l v e s was s imply t h e i r p r e s e n c e t h r o u g h 
w h i c h t h e god was e t e rna l ly ce l eb ra t ed . The pious w o r k w i t h t h e t e x t s was 
a l ready ach ieved at t h e m o m e n t of t h e i r g r a p h o ­ p h o n e t i c c o m p o s i t i o n . It is no t 
unl ike ly t h a t a copy o n p a p y r u s ex is ted w h i c h did not surv ive . 
It h a s b e e n a r g u e d t h a t f e w e r a n d f e w e r peop le w e r e able t o t ack le such 
compos i t i ons , because on a g e n e r o u s e s t i m a t e only a few h u n d r e d pr ies t s k n e w 
h i e rog lyphs a n d d e m o t i c in R o m a n Egypt (Bagnall 1993: 237­8) . Thus t h e g e n ­
eral t e n d e n c y of Egypt ian re l ig ion t o keep sac red wri t ings sec re t (cf. M o r e n z 
1996: 78­87) was a n i n t e r n a l f a c t o r t h a t p r o v i d e d a t r i g g e r fo r t h e re l ig ion ' s 
obso lescence a n d was c o n n e c t e d w i t h t h a t fo r t h e obso lescence of t h e wri t ­
ing s y s t e m w h i c h e n c o d e d t h e re l ig ion ' s compos i t i ons . W h e n t h e n u m b e r of 
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pr ies t s in i t i a t ed t o t h e sac red wri t ings feil be low t h e m a r k of cri t ical mass t h a t 
is n e c e s s a r y t o sus t a in t h e Ins t i t u t ion of w r i t i n g (Hous ton et al. 2003:432-3) , t h e 
sec lus ion t h a t was e x p r e s s e d in t h e t ex t ' s g r a p h o - p h o n e t i c a l a n d in te l l ec tua l 
c o m p l e x i t y would cause it t o die. However , t h e demise of Egypt ian re l ig ion does 
n o t prov ide a fully sa t i s fy ing model t o exp la in w h y h i e ro g l y p h s ceased t o be 
used , because d e m o t i c was also u s e d fo r w r i t i n g re l igious t ex t s . F u r t h e r m o r e , 
Egypt ian re l ig ion did no t absolu te ly r e q u i r e any use of w r i t i n g ( T r a u n e c k e r 
1991), n o r did it exc lude non-Egyp t i an wri t ing , as is d e m o n s t r a t e d by s te lae 
c o m b i n i n g Egypt ian i c o n o g r a p h y for e x a m p l e w i t h Aramaic i n sc r ip t ions (Vitt­
m a n n 2003:106­7) . Nor was t h e e n d of Egypt ian w r i t i n g c o n t e m p o r a n e o u s w i t h 
t h a t of Egypt ian re l ig ion: at Phi lae t h e cult c o n t i n u e d fo r a n o t h e r e igh ty y e a r s 
a f t e r t h e last Egypt ian , m o r e precise ly demot i c , gra f f i to h a d b e e n i n sc r ibed on 
t h e t e m p l e ' s walls (Cruz­Uribe 2002). In s e a r c h of o t h e r a p p r o a c h e s t o a n expla­
n a t i o n I t u r n n o w to demot i c , a n d look at its d e v e l o p m e n t in m o r e deta i l . 
Demot ic c a m e in to use a r o u n d 650 BC, p r e s u m a b l y as a f u r t h e r graph ica l 
a b s t r a c t i o n of t h e Lower Egypt ian curs ive h ie ra t i c (Fig. 7.4), a n d was u s e d at f i r s t 
fo r d o c u m e n t a r y t ex t s . Demot ic s p r e a d f r o m Lower Egypt s o u t h w a r d s , rep lac ­
ing A b n o r m a l Hierat ic , w h i c h h a d b e e n in use in U p p e r Egypt. In e x t e n s i o n of 
a proposa l by A n t h o n y Leahy (1985), G ü n t e r V i t t m a n n (2003:10) has s u g g es t ed 
t h a t , j u s t as in t h e s e v e n t h Century BC t h e e thn ica l ly Libyan eli te in Lower Egypt 
p r e f e r r e d t o wr i t e h i e rog lyphs phone t i ca l ly r a t h e r t h a n in t r ad i t i ona l Egypt ian 
e tymolog ica l wri t ing , d e m o t i c could be seen w i t h i n t h i s f r a m e w o r k in view of 
t h e d e m o t i c t e n d e n c y t o w a r d s p h o n e t i c spel l ing. V i t t m a n n concedes t h a t he 
c a n n o t p r o v e t h e hypo thes i s , b u t it is a n a t t r a c t i v e Suggest ion. Unless a l i t e ra ry 
t e x t f r o m t h e s e v e n t h t o f i f t h Century BC in d e m o t i c c o m e s t o l ight , it seems 
t h a t d e m o t i c was no t used for l i t e ra ry c o m p o s i t i o n s unt i l t h e f o u r t h Century BC. 
The ear l ies t u n q u e s t i o n a b l e l i t e ra ry c o m p o s i t i o n s in d e m o t i c da t e t o t h e f o u r t h 
Century BC (Smith a n d Tait 1983), a n d it was a n o t h e r 200 y e a r s or m o r e b e f o r e 
re l ig ious c o m p o s i t i o n s w e r e w r i t t e n in d e m o t i c (Smi th 1978: 17). Apar t f r o m 
t h e song i n sp i r ed by A m u n in P a p y r u s Rylands 9 (s ixth Century BC: V i t t m a n n 
1998: 198­203, 639­43; H o f f m a n n a n d Quack 2007: 51­4), t h e first m o r e or less 
i so la ted e x a m p l e s of re l igious t e x t s in d e m o t i c are t h r e e h y m n s , t w o of w h i c h 
c o m e f r o m a pr iva t e pr ies t ly a rch ive (Ray 1976 :46 ­8 ,66 ­73 ) , a n d m a y t h e r e f o r e 
be long in a d o c u m e n t a r y c o n t e x t . A n o t h e r u n e d i t e d t e x t of t h e s e c o n d Century 
BC s e e m s t o be l i t e ra ry wi th a mytho log ica l topic , r a t h e r t h a n re l igious in a n a r ­
r o w e r sense (cf. Smi th 1978: 17). In a n y case, h y m n s are d o c u m e n t s of p r i v a t e 
or pe r sona l rel igiosi ty of people w h o m i g h t h a v e wished t o w r i t e t h e m d o w n in 
t h e m o s t c u r r e n t scr ip t , w h i c h was cer ta in ly d e m o t i c fo r Egypt ians of t h e sec­
o n d Century BC. Thus h y m n s are e x a m p l e s of t h e use of d e m o t i c as a n e v e r y d a y 
scr ip t in t h e s e c o n d Century BC, whi le t h e y also b r o k e n e w g r o u n d fo r re l igious 
t ex t s , especial ly m o r t u a r y c o m p o s i t i o n s w h i c h b e c a m e m o r e c o m m o n f r o m t h e 
f i rs t Century BC o n w a r d s (e.g. Smi th 1987, 1993), w h e r e a s t h e f i r s t Century AD 
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Figure 7.4 The development from hieroglyphs to demotic illustrated by three exam-
ples. For some characters, including those in the example, graphic abstrac-
tion results in almost identical shapes in demotic despite different phonetic 
values and hieroglyphic origins. 
witnessed a further increase in their currency (e.g. Widmer 1998; Stadler 2003, 
2004a, and fortheoming b). 
Alongside this considerable extension of text genres, demotic underwent 
significant changes in its orthography to aecommodate religious texts, which 
belong to a conservative sphere, in a development that is paralleled by hieratic 
in earlier periods. Demotic religious texts are in three forms of the language 
(Smith 1987: 28): texts in pure Classical Egyptian, a stage of Egyptian that was 
some 1700 years older than the current language; texts with traces of Classical 
Egyptian; texts entirely written in Demotic language. This required that gram-
matical and lexical archaisms had to be represented in writing (Smith 1978, 
1979) and may have been the point of departure for the phenomenon known as 
unetymological writing. 
Before tackling this I should give an impression of the high proportion of 
demotic texts that is still unpublished (Fig. 7.5; for progress since this figure was 
compiled, see Lippert and Schentuleit 2006a, 2006b). One demotist has stated 
within the context of discussing demotic inscription on stone: 'demotic inscrip-
tions should die out with demotic scribal praxis in the Ist cent. AD' (Vleem-
ing 2001: 250). Naphtali Lewis (1993)—who states that demotic is not his field— 
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argues from published demotic texts. In so doing he adds to the hazards of phys-
ical survival those of publication (cf. Zauzich 1983:78-9), which are particularly 
severe: scholars have preferred to study and edit the generally better pre-
served, formulaic, and therefore less difficult documentary texts of the Ptole-
maic period such as contracts and receipts (letters, by contrast, pose extreme 
difficulties). Ptolemaic demotic also tends to be more accessible for modern 
scholars than Roman demotic. On the other hand, apart from a few well-known 
exceptions, many literary and religious texts have tended to be disregarded. 
This may be exemplified by Richard Holton Pierce's ironical statement, at the 
first Conference of demotic studies in Berlin 1978, in response to the question 
as to the kind of demotic texts in which people would like to specialize, that 
unpublished, well-preserved, and easily decipherable demotic papyri were his 
favourite area of research. 
] Demotic 
published 
I Greek 
published 
I Unpublislied 
1400 
1200 
1000 
800 
600 
400 
200 .9 
Ostraca Receipts A c c o u n t s Contracts Agreements 
unpublished 2 2 3 120 1 2 9 7 82 31 
Greek publ ished 0 0 0 7 0 
Demot i e published 6 15 3 18 1 
Figure 7.5 Unpublished versus published demotic material from Soknopaiou Nesos 
in the Fayyum: Documentary texts (as of August 2004, courtesy Sandra L. 
Lippert and Maren Schentuleit). 
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The in tens ive s tudy of R o m a n d e m o t i c t e x t s — d o c u m e n t a r y , l i te rary , a n d 
re l ig ious—began w i t h ser ious e f fo r t j u s t over t h i r t y yea r s ago in works by Karl-
T h e o d o r Zauzich (e.g., 1971, 1972, 1974, 1977—ground-breaking fo r t h e s tudy 
of demot i c in Sokonopa iou Nesos), Mark Smith (e.g. 1987,1993), a n d Fr iedhe lm 
H o f f m a n n (1995,1996). Younger scholars such as Ghislaine W i d m e r (1998, 2002) 
a n d myself (2003, 2004a, b) con t i nue to work in t h e f ield of demot i c rel igious 
compos i t ions . A W ü r z b u r g r e s e a r c h pro jec t w i t h Sandra Lippert a n d Maren 
Schentu le i t , u n d e r Zauzich, to s tudy t h e d o c u m e n t a r y t ex t s f r o m R o m a n pe r iod 
Soknopa iou Nesos in t h e Fayyum has s ignif icant ly c h a n g e d t h e figures ci ted by 
Lewis (1993: 276). Lewis c o u n t e d 600 pub l i shed p a p y r u s d o c u m e n t s in demot i c 
da t ing to t h e Pto lemaic per iod, but f e w e r t h a n sixty f r o m t h e R o m a n pe r iod 
even inc lud ing Greek d o c u m e n t s w i t h brief d e m o t i c no ta t i ons or s igna tu res . 
Roger Bagnall (1993: 237), r e f e r r i n g to Zauzich (1983), has s t a t ed t h a t t h e r änge 
of demot i c t ex t s is ' geographica l ly n a r r o w : a f t e r Augustus not a Single pub­
l ished Demot ic d o c u m e n t a r y p a p y r u s comes f r o m a n y w h e r e excep t Teb tun i s 
or Soknopa iou Nesos, b o t h in t h e Fayum' . This asser t ion , h o w e v e r , is based on 
an a r g u m e n t f r o m si lence a n d t h e haza rds of p r e s e r v a t i o n a n d m o d e r n f ield­
w o r k at par t i cu la r sites. At Soknopa iou Nesos, fo r ins tance , cond i t ions f avour 
t h e survival of papyrus , because t h e village was a b a n d o n e d a r o u n d AD 250 for 
u n k n o w n r ea sons probab ly inc lud ing deser t i f i ca t ion , a n d t h e site has n e v e r 
since b e e n i n h a b i t e d (Hagedorn 1975). One c a n n o t t h e n be comple te ly su re t h a t 
demot i c gradua l ly b e c a m e obsolescent d u r i n g t h e t h i r d Century AD w i t h j u s t 
a few except ions , such as some magical papyr i (Johnson 1986) a n d t h e Mytfi of 
the Sun'sEye in Leiden (Cenival 1988;Jasnow 1991; Smi th 1992). A s t a t e m e n t like 
t h a t of Vleeming on t h e d e a t h of demot i c in t h e f i rs t Century AD c i ted above is 
fa r t oo absolu te . 
From Simplification to Complexity: 
The Impact of Religious Compositions on Demotic 
Why have demot i s t s b e e n so r e luc t an t to s tudy Roman demot i c t ex t s in 
genera l a n d rel igious compos i t ions in par t i cu la r? Apar t f r o m t h e in te l lec tual 
complex i ty of t h e n o n ­ d o c u m e n t a r y sources , t h e p a l a e o g r a p h y of la te demot i c 
is a f ac to r even w h e r e t h e o r t h o g r a p h y is clear . But rel igious t ex t s display an 
addi t ional u n ­ or non­e tymolog ica l wri t ing style: a w o r d is ' une tymologica l ly ' 
w r i t t e n w h e n t h e wr i t i ng c o m b i n e s g r o u p s t h a t usual ly express o t h e r l exemes . 
These l exemes are phone t ica l ly s imilar to syllables or t h e whole of t h e w o r d 
but have a n o t h e r m e a n i n g by t hemse lves . This is bes t p r e s e n t e d t h r o u g h some 
examples . 
The earl iest k n o w n p a p y r u s t h a t is ent i re ly n o t a t e d in th i s sor t of wr i t i ng is 
t h e Papyrus Vienna D 6951, w h i c h is secure ly da t ed by t h e c o l o p h o n to 8 BC 
( H o f f m a n n 2002). 
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Ex. 
No. 
Papyrus Vienna D. 6951 
(handcopies not facsimiles) literal reading intended reading 
1 ßliSx-jn-^ =Ä=_Onf.«"J*a pth i.irsnfy, 'Ptah who created blood' 
pth rsy inb=f, 'Ptah south of 
his wall' 
2 /JU*: ts, 'nome, province' U s, 'land of the lake' (= Fayyum) 
3 
hr-ry.t hr-ib-tp, 'under 
the room in the 
middle of the first ' 
hry-hb.t hry-tp, 'chief lector 
priest' 
Example 1 is a c u r r e n t w r i t i n g of a n a n c i e n t e p i t h e t of P t a h (Quaegebeur 1980; 
Devauchel le 1998: 591­2), w h e r e a s , for e x a m p l e 2, a Standa rd d e m o t i c w r i t i n g 
could be: j» ^ . Example 3 w o u l d n o t yie ld a n y sense in c o n t e x t if it w e r e 
t a k e n l i teral ly. 
Publ i shed e x a m p l e s of u n e t y m o l o g i c a l w r i t i n g in Papyrus Berl in P 6750 of 
t h e l a te r f i r s t Century AD inc lude t h e fo l lowing (Widmer 1998, 2002, 2005): 
Ex. 
No. 
Papyrus Berlin 6750 
(handcopies not facsimiles) literal reading intended reading 
4 
hnt sy, ' the foremost 
of the lake' hnts, ' to rejoice' 
5 jf *-3 « p i wt, ' the offspring' or ' the fresh one' p? wt, ' the embalmer' 
6 , K ^ / : ­ l 1 hsm(n) mr.w, 'mr-natron' hs.wy mr.wy, 'how praised, how loved' 
A r i t ua l t e x t for e n t e r i n g t h e t e m p l e of Soknopa iou Nesos surv ives in a t 
least f ive m a n u s c r i p t s . The g r a m m a r seems t o b e Classical Egypt ian w i t h a few 
Demot ic i sms (Stadler 2005b, 2007, a n d f o r t h c o m i n g a): 
Ex. 
No. Papyrus Berlin P 15652 literal reading intended reading 
7 f tet htp­tJ­nyw 'The (fem.) king rests'. htp di nsw 'an offering which the king gives' 
8 ntr-hnr'-tw=tn 'god with 
you' 
ind-hr=tn 'Hail to you!' 
9 wp w ' to open the bark' or 'open the bark' 
wp-wi.wt 'Upuaut' (name 
of a god, literally 'opener 
of the ways' 
In e x a m p l e 7 t h e s y n t a x is a w k w a r d , b e c a u s e it c o m b i n e s a m a s c u l i n e n o u n 
w i t h t h e f e m i n i n e d e f i n i t e ar t ic le . While e x a m p l e 8 s o u n d s fami l iä r t o Chris­
t i ans , it is n o t a n Egypt ian phrase , is u n g r a m m a t i c a l at least in a p r e ­ d e m o t i c 
fo rm , a n d aga in does n o t yield sense in c o n t e x t . 
These u n e t y m o l o g i c a l wri t ings c a n be div ided i n to t w o ca tegor i e s : p h o n e t i c 
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wri t ings , a n d visually poe t i c wri t ings . P h o n e t i c wri t ings are cases w h e n a n c i e n t 
w o r d s would no t be p r o p e r l y r e n d e r e d in d e m o t i c e i t h e r because t h e r e was n o 
d e m o t i c Standa rd spe l l ing for t h e word , or t h e p r o n u n c i a t i o n w o u l d be bes t 
n o t a t e d by us ing o t h e r w o r d s as c o m p o n e n t s t h a t l a n g u a g e c h a n g e h a d b r o u g h t 
close t o a c u r r e n t p h o n e t i c f o r m (cf. Smi th 1977:118) . By visual ly poe t i c wri t ­
ings I m e a n ones t h a t de l ibe ra te ly use o t h e r w o r d s as c o m p o n e n t s , e v e n t h o u g h 
Standa rd d e m o t i c spel l ings w e r e avai lable , t o a d d a f u r t h e r d i m e n s i o n t o t h e 
w r i t t e n w o r d (for t h e t e r m Visual p o e t r y ' see M o r e n z 2002, 2004b). Words 
in t h e s e c o n d ca t ego ry are main ly re l ig ious t e r m s , n a m e s of gods, a n d o t h e r 
sac r ed m a t t e r s in par t i cu l a r . On t h e o t h e r h a n d , one could a r g u e t h a t u n e t y m o ­
logical wri t ings s h o u l d be seen w i t h i n t h e c o n t e x t of c h a n g e s in t h e l anguage 
t h a t w o u l d m a k e it imposs ib le t o n o t a t e a n anc i en t or a r c h a i z i n g f o r m in p r o p e r 
demot i c , so t h a t it w o u l d be n e c e s s a r y t o use o t h e r w o r d s as c o m p o n e n t s t o 
ind ica te t h e voca l iza t ion . Most e x a m p l e s in p a p y r u s Vienna D 6951 ( examples 1 
a n d 2 of t h e list above) f a v o u r s u c h a n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ( H o f f m a n n 2002). 
Why, h o w e v e r , shou ld t h e scr ibe choose t o wr i t e a po ten t i a l ly mis l ead ing ts 
' n o m e , p r o v i n c e ' in o r d e r t o e n c o d e a n o r m a l U sy? The glosses in o t h e r t ex t s , 
s u c h as t h e m a n u a l s of pr ies t ly w i s d o m f r o m Teb tun i s (Osing 1998) or t h e 
L o n d o n ­ L e i d e n magica l p a p y r u s (Griff i th a n d T h o m p s o n 1904­9), s h o w t h a t t o 
e n s u r e a p r o p e r p r o n u n c i a t i o n , w h i c h w o u l d be par t i cu la r ly n e c e s s a r y in r i tua l 
t ex t s , o t h e r m e a n s cou ld be used , e i t h e r d e m o t i c a l p h a b e t i c wri t ings , t h a t is, 
use of u n i c o n s o n a n t a l signs, or Greek l e t t e r s . 
Many une tymolog i ca l wri t ings in Berl in papyr i P 6750 a n d P 15652r s e e m t o 
exhib i t t h e i n t e n t t o a d d a n o t h e r l ayer of m e a n i n g t o t h e words , as t h e c o n t e m ­
p o r a r y pr ies t s des ign ing h ie rog lyph i c i n sc r ip t ions did. Example 4 would evoke 
t h e crocodi le god Sobek w h o is t h e f o r e m o s t of t h e lake, t h a t is, t h e Fayyum, 
a n d is t h e god a Fayyumic w o r s h i p p e r m i g h t t h i n k of w h e n re jo ic ing , w h e r e a s 
in e x a m p l e 5 t h e w r i t i n g of p? wt ' o f f sp r ing ' or ' t h e f r e s h o n e ' w o u l d imply t h e 
e m b a l m e r ' s r e j u v e n a t i o n of a corpse ; s imilar ly t h e g r a p h i c r e f e r e n c e t o 
e m b a l m i n g subs t ances in e x a m p l e 6 actual ly e n c o d e s w o r d s of pra ise . While 
ntr-hnr-tw=tn in e x a m p l e 8 is t o be exp l a ined by p h o n e t i c c h a n g e , wp­w ' o p e n 
t h e b a r k ' fo r Upuau t , a g o d for w h o m d e m o t i c prov ides a c o n v e n t i o n a l w r i t i n g 
( \ > ^ ­ or s imi lar , Er ichsen 1954: 87), aga in has a t w o f o l d m e a n i n g : t h e ' o p e n e r 
of ways ' is also t h e g o d w h o he lps t o clear t h e way fo r t h e solar bark . T h e r e ­
fo r e t h e e d i t o r of a n une tymolog i ca l d e m o t i c t e x t shou l d no t d i sca rd t oo r e a d ­
ily t h e possibi l i ty t h a t its wri t ings m a y convey t w o or m o r e layers of m e a n ­
ing. Demot ic s e e m s t o fol low t h e s a m e l ines of d e v e l o p m e n t as h i e ro g l y p h s 
t o o k s o m e 400 y e a r s ear l ie r , r e a c h i n g a s tage at w h i c h it was ful ly ef fec t ive 
fo r e n c o d i n g pr ies t ly w i s d o m a longs ide h i e r o g l y p h s a n d hie ra t i c . Hierat ic , 
h o w e v e r , bare ly p a r t o o k in t h i s d e v e l o p m e n t a n d usual ly kep t t h e t r a d i t i o n a l 
o r t h o g r a p h y . The une tymolog ica l l y w r i t t e n d e m o t i c t e x t s ceased t o be easy t o 
c o m p o s e a n d quick t o r ead . 
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I propose the analysis that demotic was fully functioning in the Roman period 
for both documentary and religious texts. Furthermore, new graphic, visually 
poetic options were developed for religious compositions through unetymo-
logical writings; this development was the beginning of the end of demotic. Yet 
such analyses face three serious objections. The first is that only a few of the 
known religious texts are consistently written unetymologically, whereas most 
other texts have only a smattering of unetymological words. Second, all known 
entirely unetymologically written texts come from a Single site: Soknopaiou 
Nesos in the Fayyum. Third, all documentary sources of the period—again most-
ly from Tebtunis or Soknopaiou Nesos—originated in the administration and 
economy of the temples: in other words demotic did cease to be an official script 
of the Roman administration. This latter point is supported by the rieh Greek 
documentation from Soknopaiou Nesos (e.g. Jördens 1998), which clearly dem­
onstrates that economic and legal transactions outside the temple or between 
the temple and the Roman administration had to be written down in Greek. 
The first and second objections might be disproved over time with new dis­
coveries, but for now they remain valid and should caution us from generaliz­
ing. The third objection concerns the theory of the füll functioning of demotic 
in Roman times and points to the diminution in the use of Egyptian writing, 
from a broad ränge of contexts to very restricted priestly circles, whereby 
demotic abandoned, or was forced to abandon, its character as an every­
day script. However, study of the temple's economic documentation from 
Soknopaiou Nesos shows that this particular institution remained a regional 
economic centre (Lippert and Schentuleit 2005a). 
There were too few people still using Egyptian Scripts to keep them alive for­
ever. Although the priests did not abstain from interaction with non­priestly 
contemporaries in everyday life, they appear to have cultivated an intellectual 
and religious exclusivity. This in itself would not be a problem, if the cultural 
environment had not changed, but in Roman Egypt it did so at an accelerating 
pace. The absence of a king was an initial blow for the temples, but one that they 
learned to remedy (Hölbl 2000: 9­46). A second­century­AD demotic ostrakon 
from Medinet Madi seems to indicate that the only way to earn one's living with 
Egyptian Scripts outside the temple was to be an astrologer or fortune­teller 
(Hoffmann 2000: 45­7), although Jacco Dieleman (2003) suggests that the piece 
must be seen as belonging in a temple milieu. It might be inferred that, similarly 
to the Situation of cuneiform (see David Brown, 'Increasingly Redundant: The 
Growing Obsolescence of the Cuneiform Script in Babylonia from 539 BC', in this 
volume), the shift to Scripts that were easier to write and more widely under­
stood demolished the last strongholds of Egyptian writing outside the temples. 
Greek certainly played a major part as sole official language for legal transac­
tions that the Roman administration recognized, together with the decrease in 
financial support of the temples, but these pressures were complemented by the 
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exclusivis t a t t i t ude , e x p r e s s e d in a n in te l lec tua l complex i ty t h a t t h e c o m m o n 
w o r s h i p p e r s could no t fol low. A n e w re l ig ion, w h i c h was p r o p a g a t e d as clear , 
logical, a n d accessible t o e v e r y o n e , f o u n d fe r t i le g r o u n d o n w h i c h t o g r o w . 
Conclusions 
It is diff icul t t o i n t e r p r e t t h e sou rce mate r i a l , as it is diverse , complex , a n d lit-
t le exp lo red . Philae, a n d t h e d e a t h of d e m o t i c t h e r e , of fe r s a very special case, 
because it s e e m s t o be t h e last f l icker of a candle . Egypt ian c u l t u r e at Phi lae 
was f inal ly s n u f f e d out by v igo rous imper i a l mil i ta ry i n t e r v e n t i o n : t h e imper ia l 
C o m m a n d e r of t h e Theba id Narses closed t h e t e m p l e a n d c o n v e r t e d it i n to a 
Chr is t i an c h u r c h in 536. Yet d e m o t i c h a d ceased t o exist m o r e t h a n t w o g e n e r a -
t i ons ear l ier , a n d t h e last d e m o t i c insc r ip t ions , f r o m 452, w e r e lef t by a Meroi te , 
n o t a n Egypt ian . One m i g h t conc lude t h a t Egypt ian c u l t u r e a n d re l ig ion could 
i n d e e d exist w i t h o u t Egypt ian wri t ing . The inverse is in fact imposs ib le : 
Egypt ian w r i t i n g m a k e s no sense w i t h o u t i ts cu l tu ra l a n d re l ig ious b a c k g r o u n d 
a n d b a c k b o n e . It is t h e r e f o r e d o u b t f u l w h e t h e r g e n e r a l conc lus ions m a y be 
d r a w n f r o m t h e Si tuat ion at Phi lae in t h e f i f t h Century AD, because it only 
exp la ins t h e cul tura l , poli t ical , a n d his tor ica l e n v i r o n m e n t in w h i c h Egypt ­
i an c u l t u r e could surv ive for a re la t ive ly s h o r t per iod ; t h e a b r u p t e n d of t h e 
Egypt ian cult at Phi lae c a n n o t be e x p a n d e d t o a c c o u n t fo r Egypt as a whole . 
In m y opin ion , t h e e n d of d e m o t i c in Philae can easily be desc r ibed a n d 
exp la ined . For t h e r e s t of Egypt, h o w e v e r , t h e p i c t u r e is fa r m o r e co lour fu l 
a n d it is imposs ib le to speci fy any o n e f a c t o r t h a t would a c c o u n t fo r t h e beg in­
n ing of its demise . Some f ac to r s e m e r g e as s igni f ican t , such as re l igious devel­
o p m e n t , e c o n o m i c c i r c u m s t a n c e s , a n d poli t ical even t s . We m a y add t o t h e s e 
t h e a t t i t u d e of Egypt ian pr ies t s in R o m a n Egypt r e spons ib le for t h e t r ad i t i ona l 
p a g a n cul t . They b e c a m e cul tura l ly a n d re l ig iously i sola ted, a n d s u p p o r t e d t h a t 
d e v e l o p m e n t by c o m p o s i n g b o t h h ie rog lyph ic a n d d e m o t i c t ex t s e n c o d e d in a 
mos t diff icul t System. Texts w r i t t e n in t h a t m a n n e r r e q u i r e d s o m e e f fo r t t o be 
u n d e r s t o o d a n d w e r e r e g a r d e d as obsole te , because t h e y did no t r e s p o n d t o t h e 
c o n t e m p o r a r y social e n v i r o n m e n t . 
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